Interview with Monotone Records (2005) 


First of all, Kevin, who are you ? 


I run a cassette based indie-folk label called Monotone Records. I’ve also released three 
cassettes of my own: Overrated (2001), Nightmares (2002), and Summer is Over (2004). 


When did you start your musical career and how came the idea of creating your own 
label ? 


I started writing and recording songs sometime towards the end of junior high. I was about 14. 
Everyday I would come home from school, go down in my basement and just start strumming 
chords and singing about whatever was on my mind. Eventually I wrote enough good songs to 
put out a cassette so I started a label and put out my first release. Then I started meeting like 
minded people and released some of there recordings as well. That’s sort of how everything 
came together. 


Were the other people involved in Monotone Records, your friends, or only people you 
met in an artistic context ? 


Most of them are friends of mine. The early releases consisted mainly of people around town 
who I’d known for a while. The first non-local release was the Ed Rooney tape. Chris (Ed 
Rooney) and I talked for a while through email prior to that though. Same goes for Mike (Lt. 
Prey) and Niklas (Low Fire). I feel like it would be sort of weird to put out music by complete 
strangers. 


Kevin Huelbig Jr. seems to be a rather melancholic project, whereas Ryan Doyle sounds 
more ironic and distant... do you agree with that ? Can you present the other artists you 
produce ? 


I feel like most of the tapes that I release have a similar feel to them. They all have hints of 
irony and melancholic, some more then others. I tend to release music that I can relate to, so a 
lot of it seems to be similar to the stuff that I write. In other words, if you like one tape, you’ll 
probably like the others. 


In general, what are your lyrics about, what are the feelings you try to express through 
your music ? To what extend your own life influences your music ? 


Pretty much all of my songs are about experiences that I’ve been through or people that I 
know. I write about relationships a lot. I try to be honest, although sometimes I sound a little 
over dramatic. Some of my older songs even seem sort of embarrassing looking back on them. 
I think everyone feels that way about writing though. If I wasn’t getting better I would feel 
really discouraged, so it’s sort of reassuring to look back and see proof of improvement. 


I really like the photos on your website and on the MySpace pages of your artists 
(especially Ryan Doyle), it looks like a personnal diary in pictures, it could be everyone’s 
photos, and yet it’s very linked to your own lives, your country, the nature all around 
you... what kind of atmosphere did you want to create with these pictures ? 


The photos that I take are usually very bleak. I’m not schooled in photography by any means, 
so the extent of my influence is basically just album covers that I think are cool. I like flat 
landscapes, abandoned buildings, radio towers, etc. It’s cliché but it’s what I like. There’s a 
certain beauty about things that have been ignored or forgotten and just left to exist in the 
background. The photos on Ryan’s myspace were actually taken by my friend Mike Marcelle, 
who’s a MUCH better photographer than me. He actually went to school for it. 


What are the bands who have influenced you from the beginning to now ? 


Lou Barlow of Seabdoh was a huge influence when I first started writing as well as bands like 
Guided by Voices, Ida, The Secret Stars, and Jawbreaker. A little later I discovered Pet 
Sounds and became a big Beach Boys fan. More recently I’ve gotten really into the 
Carpenters. Richard Carpenter’s arrangements are totally amazing. He’s really 
underappreciated nowadays, which is sort of uninspiring. I don’t really follow current music 
too much. My friends make awesome music so that’s mostly what I listen to. 


Is your use of tapes, 4-tracks recorders and so on, voluntary ? If yes, just why ? 


It’s definitely a choice I make. I have a digital 8-track but I never use it, except for mixing. It 
sounds like crap for recording. I mean, some people like it, but I think it sounds totally empty. 
Analog tape has certain warmth to it that isn’t present in digital recordings. I’d really like to 
record on an 8-track reel to reel. Who knows if that will ever happen though... 


Honestly, before discovering Monotone Records, I didn’t even know that there was a 
lo-fi folk scene... could you tell me more about that scene ? 


Well, I don’t really know if there’s too much to say. I guess it’s just sort on an extension of the 
whole home taper thing in the mid-90’s with labels like Shrimper, Sing Eunuchs!, Pottery, etc. 
As for locally, there really isn’t much of a scene in New Jersey anymore. I used to try to set up 
a show every month or so and all my friends would come and we’d all play some songs, but 
eventually people got busy or moved away or just lost interest. So nothing is going on here 
nowadays. Even Monotone was been relatively inactive over the last year or so, although 
that’s more because I needed a break than anything else. On a larger scale, the idea of lo-fi 
music in a traditional sense isn’t really as prominent as it once was. I think a lot of it has to do 
with the term lo-fi sort of implying crappy recording quality, which isn’t really something 
most people strive for. Most home recorders have switched to using digital recording 
equipment, so the overall quality of the recordings has improved dramatically. Cassettes are 
also a thing of the past, with most labels switching to CDR or mp3 formats. So technology 
has basically changed lo-fi into something new. I can’t say if it’s good or bad, but it’s the way 
things are. Honestly though, what it really comes down to isn’t how the music is recorded but 
the actual music itself, which I feel has stayed consistently good. There’s still lots of great 
music being released through small-labels like Unread, Asaurus, Tape Mountain, Frigital, 
Sundays in Spring, and tons more... 


What are your future plans ? 


Right now I’m finishing up an ep for the mp3 label Sundays in Spring, which I’m really 
excited about. I’ll hopefully be done recording that by late December. After that’s finished, 
I’m going to start work on a new full length. I don’t have too much going on with the label 
currently, but there might be a new Ed Rooney coming out soon, as well as a cassette ep by 
my friend Emily (Exploding August). I also had an idea to do a comp of northeastern folk and 
pop bands but I’m pretty bad at sticking with things, so who knows if that will actually 
happen. 


